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Two attempts on the life of the King-Emperor in 1878, though
neither of the assailants was a member of the Socialist Party,
gave an excuse for rushing through severe laws of repression.
Socialist meetings and associations were banned, subversive
journals were suppressed, and the Government was empowered
to put districts under martial law. The highly efficient German
police applied these laws ruthlessly for twelve years, and the
Socialist movement was thrust underground.
But the Chancellor was too wise to rely on mere repression.
He tried to reconcile the working-class to the existing economic
system by measures designed to improve their conditions of
life—to cure them of the tendency to Socialism by homoeopathic
doses of the disease itself in the form of state socialism.
Laws were passed providing Compulsory Insurance against
sickness (1883) and accidents (1884), and Old Age Pensions
(1888), the payment of premiums being divided between the
State, the employers and the workers in much the same way
that was adopted twenty-five years later in Britain. But the
opposition was not appeased. The premiums were a heavy
drain on the slender wages of the workers, the employers in
the Reichstag whittled down the concessions, and frauds were
disclosed in the administration. Thus in spite of severities
and cajoleries the Socialist movement continued to thrive.
Its headquarters were moved to Switzerland, whence publica-
tions were smuggled into Germany and circulated surrepti-
tiously, and local organisations were preserved under the
guise of Choral Unions, and so on. By the time of
Bismarck's retirement from office the Social Democratic
Party polled one and a half million votes in the elections to
the Reichstag.
The years 1878-1879 were a turning-point in Bismarck's
career as Chancellor. Not only did he then begin to persecute
Socialists instead of Catholics, he also reversed his economic
policy and his political alliances. "Junker" coolness about
the Empire and the hostility of the Catholic Party had hitherto
compelled him to rely on the support of the National Liberals—

